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T 

he Arab Maghreb Union 
(AMU) has yet to deliver 
closer security coop-
eration, diplomatic rap-
prochement and free 

trade for a region of the approxi-
mately 100 million people united 
by a common historical and cultural 
heritage but divided by lack of po-
litical will.

According to the World Bank, 
from 2005 through 2015, the econo-
mies of Algeria, Morocco and Tu-
nisia would have grown 34%, 27% 
and 24%, respectively, if economic 
integration had been in place in the 
Maghreb. The bank estimated that 
the lack of economic integration 
cost the region 2% annually in lost 
growth. Moreover, an integrated 
region would have attracted more 
foreign investment than individual 
markets.

In 2015, Maghreb countries did 
not come any closer to reaping the 
dividends of integration and closer 
political cooperation as the AMU 
was plagued by the rivalry between 
Algiers and Rabat, whose border 
has been closed since 1994.

An example of the region’s snail 
pace to integrate their economies, 
the AMU announced in December 
the launch of the Maghreb Bank for 
Investment and Foreign Trade. That 
Tunis-based bank had been planned 
for 25 years ago an prospects for 
progress in 2016 are doubtful.

Tunisia’s economy has stagnated 
since the ouster of former president 
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011 and 
is not expected to enjoy decent eco-
nomic growth (meaning around 4%) 
until 2017, according to its Central 
Bank forecasts. Libya’s crisis wors-
ened Tunisia’s woes, as has slow 

growth in Europe, which absorbs 
almost 80% of Tunisian trade.

Although Libya is a market for 
only 5% of Tunisian exports, this 
represented more than 35% of Tuni-
sian gross domestic product (GDP), 
on average, over 2008-13.

Exports to Libya increased nearly 
24% per year from 2000-13, com-
pared to 14.7% for total Tunisian 
exports. That growth in Tunisian 
exports to Libya has been stalled by 
the Libyan crisis, according to UN 
Economic and Social Commission 
for Western Asia (ESCWA).

Libya’s political instability result-
ed in its oil exports plunging more 
than 60%.

Lower oil prices halved Algeria’s 
hydrocarbon export revenues and, 
with a $47 billion annual import 
bill, its economic resilience is being 
tested. Algerian economists warn of 
a serious crisis, similar to the auster-
ity of 1986 that led to the unrest that 
ushered in a decade of violence, if 
oil prices slip further.

Morocco, like Tunisia, has a more 
diversified economy than Algeria 
and Libya but it also is the most 
EU-dependent and suffers when 
growth slows in Europe.

“The Maghreb project is being put 
aside. The sheer weight of change 
leaves people and states with other 
urgent things to deal with now,” 
said a senior diplomat, who asked 
to not be named.

Libya’s mayhem escalated securi-
ty concerns in Algeria and Morocco 
as well as extra tensions between 
the two countries. Libya’s formerly 
prominent, although often disrup-
tive, role in the Maghreb and Africa 
has been replaced by a vacuum that 
is being exploited by competing Is-
lamist militias.

“Under [Muammar] Qaddafi, 
Libya was taken into account by 
leaders in Algiers and Rabat as they 
pursued their strategic rivalry. Now 
they are fiercely face-to-face and 
hand-to-hand with no other state 
in the region able to mitigate their 
dustup,” a Western diplomat said.

“The worsening security situa-
tion due to jihadist activity is fuel-
ling frenetic competition between 
Morocco and Algeria over who can 
earn first place as anti-terror ally of 

the US and other Western powers.”
Mohamed Chtatou, a political sci-

entist at Rabat University, assessed 
the Maghreb region through its 
separate states: For now, the winner 
is undoubtedly the Moroccan mon-
archy as it is a symbol of stability, 
though it is yet to totally fulfil the 
promises of devolution of power 
made during the “Arab spring” era.

In Algeria, as oil revenues dry 
up, the military-backed leadership 
faces two hard choices: Cut subsi-
dies at the risk of popular turmoil 
or keep the subsidies to preserve 
social peace and tap Algeria’s sover-
eign fund. The latter option would 
impede economic development in 
the short and, probably, long runs.

“The chances are the military will 
opt out for the second choice,” add-
ed Chtatou.

“Probably the only magic potion 
that could resuscitate Libya is the 
return of the Senussi monarchy but 
will all the sides accept this painful 
solution? The answer, for the time 

being, is ‘No’.”
Meanwhile, Algeria increased its 

defence budget 170% from 2002-11. 
Morocco’s budget increased 42% 
during the same period.

“Algeria and Morocco are locked 
in an underground fight about who 
will wield the most influence in Lib-
ya. Each side sees Libya as the big 
prize that could enhance their role 
in the Maghreb and weaken the oth-
er side,” a Western diplomat said.

On December 1st, Algeria hosted 
a gathering of the seven countries 
neighbouring Libya to discuss the 
future of the country. Morocco was 
not invited.

Morocco, however, is where most 
of the UN-sponsored negotiations 
between Libya’s factions have taken 
place and the kingdom was the site 
of the signing of the December 17th 
accord.

Nevertheless, Algeria has a 
stronger military, better experi-
ence with terrorism and a deeper 
knowledge of terrorist groups in the 

region and is thus poised to play a 
bigger role in Libya if Algiers were to 
intervene as part of an international 
coalition, wrote Yahia Zoubir of the 
Kedge Business School in France 
and Djallil Lounnas of Montreal 
University.

“This would permit [Algeria] to 
participate in the post-intervention 
political settlement and prevent 
Egypt and the Gulf Arab states from 
imposing their plans not only on 
Libya but on the region,” Zoubir and 
Lounnas wrote in their analysis.

One of the main causes of the per-
ennial tension between Algeria and 
Morocco remains the Western Saha-
ra, believed to be rich in oil and gas 
as well as other minerals and fishing 
wealth. For Morocco, the issue is 
one of “national sovereignty” and 
not just economics.

Since 1979, Morocco has claimed 
the former Spanish colony as part of 
its territory while Algeria backed the 
pro-independence Polisario Front. 
The conflict is far from resolved.

Maghreb integration still in limbo

A 2013 file picture shows Moroccan and Algerian flags in Saidia, at the border between the two 
countries.
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One of the main 
causes of the 
perennial tension 
between Algeria and 
Morocco remains 
the Western Sahara.

Tunis

A 

recent survey indicates 
a decline in support for 
Salafism and political 
Islam in Tunisia, against 
an increase in religious 

tolerance in recent years.
The survey, conducted last 

spring and summer and released 
at the end of December, reflected 
rising public support for secular 
democracy and openness to the 
outside world even though Islam-
ists remain a political force in gov-
ernment and society.

The trends seem to bear the im-
pact of the steady escalation of ji-
hadist militancy. Terror incidents, 
particularly since 2013, have un-
dermined the country’s sense of 

security and its image abroad. 
Suicide bombings, assassinations, 
assaults on secular activists and 
clashes between jihadists and se-
curity forces have raised concerns 
among Tunisians and frightened 
away tourists and investors the 
country badly needs.

Some 80% of Tunisians ques-
tioned in 2015 said they had no 
trust in Salafists, versus 55% stat-
ing such a view in 2013; 3% in 2015 
said they fully trusted Salafists, 
compared to 11% in 2013.

The opinion polls were conduct-
ed in 2013 and 2015 by a team from 
the University of Maryland, in col-
laboration with the universities of 
Michigan, Eastern Michigan and 
Longwood and in conjunction with 
Tunisian institutions.

Over recent years, Ansar al-Sh-
aria has emerged as the principal 
jihadist Salafist organisation in 

Tunisia. It has attracted young fol-
lowers through charity work and a 
radical narrative of confrontation 
with the West.

The government and independ-
ent civic groups accuse Ansar 
al-Sharia of violence, including 
attacks on art galleries, bars and 
trade union offices; a September 
2012 assault on the US embassy in 
Tunis, bombing plots, attacks on 
the Tunisian military and the 2013 
assassinations of two political lead-
ers.

Attitudes vary within the ranks 
Tunisia’s Salafists. Many do not 
advocate jihad, adhering to what 
pundits call “scientific” or “scrip-
turalist” Salafism. Other Salafists 
reject politics altogether. They say 
mixing politics with Islam is a cor-
rupting distraction that soils God’s 
law with that of man.

Some Salafists have chosen to 
take part in the political process. 
In March 2012, the government 
legalised Jabhat al-Islah (The Re-
form Front). Two months later, the 
government legalised the Tunisian 
branch of Hizb ut-Tahrir, an inter-
national Salafist organisation. Hizb 
ut-Tahrir rejects party politics, al-
though it functions as a legally or-
ganised party.

The survey indicated Tunisians 
respondents lean more towards 
Western-style government, back-
ing in higher numbers religious 
tolerance, embracing their national 
identity and showing less support 
for political Islam. During the 2014 
parliamentary elections, Tunisia’s 
mainstream Islamist party, Ennah-
da, came in second behind Nidaa 
Tounes, the main secularist party.

Ennahda won about 30% of the 
vote in 2014 compared to the 37% 
in elections in October 2011.

The victory of Nidaa Tounes in 
2014 reflected a negative verdict on 
the Islamists’ performance when in 
power in 2012 and 2013. Senior En-
nahda figures concede that manag-
ing the country’s affairs, including 
security and the economy, had 
proven more difficult than they 
had anticipated.

Beji Caid Essebsi, the veteran 
politician who founded Nidaa 
Tounes in 2012, went on to win the 
presidential elections and lead his 
party to legislative victory in 2014 
over scepticism about the Islam-
ists’ ability to rule the country.

Nearly three-quarters of Tuni-
sians questioned in 2015 said the 
country would be better off if Islam 
did not mix with politics, the same 
as in 2013, according to the survey. 
Those who stated a negative per-
ception of Islamic government rose 
from 63% in 2013 to 71% in 2015, 
poll data showed.

The number of Tunisians who 
said the country would be better off 
if the government followed West-
ern-style government rose from 
47% in 2013 to 57% in 2015. A sign 
of some political maturity, the ratio 
of Tunisians backing military rule 

fell to 29% from 36% even though 
confidence in the army rose to 95% 
against 92% two years earlier.

The decline of support for po-
litical Islam among Tunisians has 
been accompanied by a rise in the 
sense of national pride from 77% to 
84%. 

Tunisians identifying them-
selves as “citizens of Tunisia” rose 
to 51% from 47% while those who 
saw themselves as “Muslims above 
all” declined from 59% to 52%.

The survey indicated a shift in 
the mindset of Tunisians towards 
more openness and respect of other 
religions and cultures. The number 
of Tunisians who said they were 
against non-Muslims being banned 
from practising their religion in Tu-
nisia rose from 81% to 89% while 
those who opposed children being 
not allowed to learn about other 
faiths went from 77% to 88%.

On a scale of one to ten, the num-
ber of Tunisians who gave a high 
opinion of Americans’ morality 
rose to 4.97, while the perception 
of the morality of fellow Tunisians 
fell from 6.04 to 4.82. This trend 
was in stark contrast with the ul-
traconservative world view, which 
often describes American values as 
corrupt.

In contrast with 10% of the pub-
lic that deems it important for Tu-
nisians to work for the implemen-
tation of sharia, no less than 74% 
say it is an “important obligation” 
instead to “excel in science and 
technology”.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
covered North Africa for decades.
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Some 80%
of Tunisians 
questioned in 2015 
said they had no 
trust in Salafists.
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